THE AGE OF MACHINERY
accused of adopting a dictatorial manner towards the em-
ployers. One example is the Builders' Union. A contemporary
writer says: The lofty and imperious tone assumed in their
communications with the masters brings to mind the grandi-
loquent edicts of Chinese dignitaries. "We consider/' says
one of these dispatches, " that as you have not treated our
rules with that deference you ought to have done, we
consider you highly culpable and deserve to be highly
chastised." ' They required one master in a strike to pay
the sum of four shillings per day to each of his men for every
day the strike lasted. A Yorkshire union is said to have
ordered the woollen manufacturers to pay time rates instead
of piece rates. One of the manufacturers complained that
his men did less work when paid on a time basis, where-
upon he was instructed to keep no books.
Yet another criticism of the unions was that they did no
good even to their own members. It was argued that high
wages attracted new hands, whom the union must support
to prevent the beating down of wages; and the contributions
for such a purpose must come out of the pockets of those in
work. The members must also bear the cost of officials and
meeting-rooms, and suffer curtailment of employment due
to a rise in prices and a consequent fall in demand. Again
those who arrogated to themselves, not always with justice,
the right to speak in the name of political economy
declared the impossibility of a general increase in wages as
a result of trade union pressure. The theory of the 'wages-
fund' was at this period the orthodox explanation of wages.
It was believed that at any given moment a fixed portion of
the wealth of the country was set apart to pay wages, so that
if any section of the workers raised their wages by com-
pulsion they did so at the expense of their fellow workers. And
lastly trade unions were condemned on the ground that
it was disastrous to put any restrictions on capital. A rise in
wages, ran the contention, meant a rise in prices which would
endanger the whole fabric of foreign trade, and workmen
would be the first to suffer for their misguided efforts to
404